Abstract. The purpose of this study was to identify the expectations of registered nurses (RNs) on the adoption of a clinical ladder program. This study used a cross-sectional survey design. The participants were 300 nurses in the Republic of Korea. The average score for the expectation about the claimed benefits from a clinical ladder program of all the respondents was 3.35 (±0.38). For the mean difference between the expectations of RNs with different job positions, all variables were statistically significant. The wage score was higher for charge nurses at 4.17 compared with the head and staff nurses. Our study will be useful as basic data to help apply a clinical ladder system to nursing practice in Korea, to contribute by enhancing the professional development of nursing staff.
Introduction
Registered nurses (RNs) providing care account for the single largest percentage of the work force in hospitals and healthcare related facilities and are responsible for providing nursing care [1] . Furthermore, the nursing workforce affects a hospital's competitiveness and productivity [2] .
Currently, the hospitals in South Korea have been experiencing a nursing shortage, mainly in small to medium-sized hospitals in the provinces rather than large hospitals in metropolitan areas [3] . The turnover rate of nurses working in small to mediumsized hospitals was 37.7% compared to large hospitals. The main reason for nurses leaving their job was to gain employment at other hospitals. This showed up as much as 18.9% [4] and indicates movement is from small and medium-sized hospitals to larger hospitals. To address these issues, clinical advancement programs were introduced in the 1970s as a means to recognize, reward, recruit, and retain employees beside nurses in the U.S.A. [5] . The career ladder program developed in the 1970s to recognize registered nurses who chose to remain at bedside nurses and concentrate on gaining expertise in clinical practices. Therefore, this study will provide basic data on a career development program through a survey on the expectations of nurses on a clinical ladder program in small to medium sized hospitals in Korea.
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Research Method
Nurses working at six small to medium sized hospitals under 400 beds participated in this study. The questionnaire included measures about general characteristics and the expectations of RNs on the adoption of a clinical ladder program. The expectations of RNs were investigated with a measure developed by Jung [6] . The participants were notified that all information was confidential seen by only the researchers and that they could withdraw from the study at any time following standard research ethics. The analysis of the data was conducted with SPSS 18.0.
Results of the study
General Characteristics of the Respondents
Among the respondents, there were 30 (10.0%) men and 270 (90.0%) women, and 27.0% were married and 73.0% unmarried. The average age were 28.6 years. The positions held by the respondents in the hospitals were head nurse (5.3%, 16), charge nurse (21.3%, 64), and registered nurse (73.3%, 220). As for the necessity of a clinical ladder program, 68% (250) of the respondents answered that a career ladder program is needed.
Expectations of RNs on the Adoption of a Clinical Ladder Program
The average score for the expectation about the claimed benefits from a clinical ladder program of all the respondents was 3.35 ( ± 0.38). The average scores for expectations about wages, collaboration, and professionalism were 3.58 ( ± 0.65), 3.79 ( ± 0.752) and 3.57 ( ± 0.51), respectively.
The Difference between the Expectations of RNs with Different Job Position
For the mean difference between the expectations of RNs with different job positions, all variables were statistically significant (p<.001). The wage score (F=40.471, p<.001) was higher for charge nurses at 4.17 compared with the head and staff nurses. The collaboration score was higher in staff nurses, at 3.87 (F=10.967, p<.001). 
Discussion
This study examined the expectations of RNs on a career ladder program in small to medium sized hospitals. Career ladder programs were established in the 1970s to retain qualified and experienced nurses in the United States and have contributed to improving the quality of care, job satisfaction, professional development of the nursing staff, and so on [5] [6] . Recently, in South Korea, small to medium sized hospitals are struggling with a lack of nurses. The most frequent reason for nurses leaving was 'move to another hospital', and other frequent reasons were situations related to working conditions such as child birth, child care, irregular working hours, night work, and low wages. To guarantee adequate nursing coverage in these hospitals, working conditions for nurses should be improved including higher wages and a more flexible work system. Adoption of clinical ladder programs in South Korea could be a positive alternative to solving the nursing shortage of small to medium sized hospitals. Most nurses had various expectations about a clinical ladder program; especially, charge nurses had more expectations than that of head and staff nurses. Our study will be useful as basic data to help apply a clinical ladder system to nursing practice in Korea, to contribute by enhancing the professional development of nursing staff, and to help retain nurses except for nurses in direct patient care roles.
